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Introduction

Globalisation refers to the increasing integration of markets, manufacturing systems, technology, and cultures beyond national borders. It has enabled businesses to expand worldwide, access global talent, build cross-border supply chains, and compete in more interconnected marketplaces (Gereffi, 2018). Globalisation remains a defining force in contemporary international business, but the environment is fast changing because of technical advancements, increased geopolitical tensions, and rising sustainability standards. These changes not only reconfigure competitive landscapes, but they also alter how multinational corporations (MNEs) create and implement worldwide strategies.
Unilever plc, a UK-based multinational consumer goods firm headquartered in London, operates in over 190 countries and oversees one of the world's most complicated supply chains. Unilever is a major player in the worldwide consumer products market, with a diverse brand portfolio that includes Dove, Lifebuoy, Knorr, and Ben & Jerry's. As a highly integrated institution in global production networks, it is heavily influenced by technological, geopolitical, and sustainability-driven influences.
This essay critically examines the impact of three major global forces on Unilever between 2024 and 2025: (1) rapid adoption of artificial intelligence (AI), (2) supply-chain disruptions caused by geopolitical tensions, and (3) new sustainability demands, particularly the EU's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive. It examines the opportunities and difficulties presented by these developments, assesses their impact on Unilever's foreign operations and competitiveness, and makes strategic recommendations to help the firm achieve global success.





Opportunities and Challenges Created by Contemporary Global Forces

1. Opportunities from Artificial Intelligence Adoption
Rapid AI development offers MNEs huge opportunity to improve efficiency, innovation, and decision-making. According to research, AI allows for increased forecasting, automation, customer engagement, and supply-chain accuracy (Chui et al., 2018; Wamba et al., 2021). Unilever's AI implementation has already altered functions such as demand forecasting, consumer analytics, and supply chain management. Companies that use machine learning to assess weather patterns, market data, and consumption trends can greatly minimise inventory waste and enhance responsiveness (Wang et al., 2020).
Unilever's digital transformation is consistent with industry research showing that AI-enabled supply chains may gain improved agility, real-time visibility, and disruption resistance (Ivanov & Dolgui, 2021). Furthermore, AI-driven automation promotes operational excellence in manufacturing by lowering downtime and increasing productivity. In terms of human resources, AI acts as a catalyst for workforce upskilling, assisting in the development of digital capabilities critical to competitiveness (Brock & von Wangenheim, 2019).
Challenges Linked to AI
Despite these advantages, scholarly research highlights several obstacles to the adoption of AI. Data fragmentation and inconsistent quality are significant obstacles, especially in multinational corporations running many legacy systems (Ransbotham et al., 2021). Operating hundreds of plants on several countries makes it more difficult for Unilever to obtain the high-quality, integrated datasets required for successful AI adoption.
Concerns around ethical governance, employment displacement, and regulatory compliance are also raised using AI. According to Brynjolfsson and Mitchell (2017), adoption may be hampered by employee opposition to automation and algorithmic systems. Talent shortages in digital and AI skills provide strategic challenges for multinational corporations, especially in developing nations where technology infrastructure may lag. As a result, AI offers both a challenging organisational problem and a transformative potential.
2. Geopolitical Tensions and Supply-Chain Disruptions
In recent years, geopolitical instability has become a significant factor impacting global manufacturing networks. According to academic research, events such as trade wars, regional conflicts, sanctions, and transport route closures pose systemic supply-chain risks to MNEs (Javorcik, 2020). The Red Sea disturbances, which affect the Suez Canal, a critical artery for global trade, as well as escalating tensions between China and Taiwan, have a substantial impact on shipping reliability, costs, and lead times (Sheffi, 2022).
Unilever's geographically spread supply network makes it especially exposed to such interruptions. Geopolitical tensions can cause increased freight costs, delayed shipments, inflationary pressures, and production bottlenecks in a corporation that relies on raw materials from multiple locations, worldwide manufacturing activities, and international logistics networks. According to research, such shocks drive organisations to revamp supply-chain strategies, boost inventory buffers, or explore localisation, all of which require strategic and operational trade-offs (Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2016).
Opportunities within Geopolitical Disruption
Despite the challenges, there are chances for resilience development. Firms that rearrange supply networks in response to geopolitical concerns tend to become nimbler and more competitive in the long run (Tang, 2006). Scenario modelling and digital twin technologies enable businesses to simulate disruptions and create more resilient contingency plans (Ivanov, 2020). Unilever, which is already known for its digital supply chain innovation, can use these capabilities to outperform competitors in terms of resilience.
Furthermore, diversification of sourcing and regionalisation—strategies widely supported in academic literature—can reduce overreliance on vulnerable regions and enhance supply security (Gereffi, 2020). This shift may allow Unilever to achieve operational stability and strategic flexibility.
3. Sustainability Demands and the CSRD
Sustainability concerns are another transformative global factor. The EU's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) compels large European firms to publish thorough, standardised disclosures on their environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance, including full value-chain implications (European Commission, 2022). According to academic evaluations, these policies dramatically raise reporting requirements, supply-chain transparency expectations, and organisational accountability (La Torre et al., 2020).
Unilever, which has long positioned itself as a sustainability leader, sees CSRD as an opportunity to boost brand credibility, increase stakeholder confidence, and attract ESG-focused investors. According to research, organisations that embrace sustainability reporting frequently obtain a competitive edge through improved reputation, risk management, and innovation in sustainable products (Eccles and Klimenko, 2019).
Challenges Arising from Sustainability Regulation
However, compliance presents significant obstacles. Unilever handles thousands of suppliers and a vast global distribution network, making the collection of precise, auditable sustainability data extremely challenging. Academic research reveals that Scope 3 emissions reporting, which includes upstream and downstream value-chain activities, is particularly difficult due to data shortages and uneven measuring procedures (Downie & Stubbs, 2013).
Furthermore, sustainability transitions may cause conflict between cost efficiency and environmental responsibility, particularly in unpredictable markets where raw material costs fluctuate. Firms face penalties or reputational harm if disclosures are false or breach regulatory standards (Boiral, 2016). Thus, sustainability needs offer both strategic opportunities and operational challenges.



Impact of Global Forces on Unilever’s International Strategy

· Market Positioning and Competitiveness
The combined forces of AI adoption, geopolitical tension and sustainability regulation significantly affect Unilever’s market positioning. As Porter (1985) emphasises, differentiation and cost competitiveness are central to global strategy. Unilever’s sustainable brand identity can enhance differentiation in markets where consumers increasingly value environmental and social responsibility (Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2015). AI capabilities strengthen operational efficiency, potentially improving margins and pricing flexibility.
However, supply-chain disruptions and compliance costs increase financial pressures. Inflationary effects from geopolitical shocks can weaken price competitiveness, while the rising cost of sustainability transformation may strain resources. Thus, the net impact on competitiveness depends largely on strategic execution.
· Innovation
AI drives innovation in product development, marketing, and operational design. According to research, data-driven innovation improves consumer targeting, accelerates R&D cycles, and enhances product personalisation. This allows Unilever to develop specialised products for a wide range of international markets.
However, if digital usage varies by location, innovation may become scattered across global divisions. Organisational inertia, cultural differences, and inconsistency in resource distribution can all decrease innovation effectiveness (Teece, 2018). As a result, worldwide cooperation is necessary.
· Talent Management
The change to AI-driven operations and sustainability reporting alters personnel requirements. Firms require individuals with expertise in data science, AI governance, sustainability analytics, and supply chain risk management. Academic research highlights the significance of workforce upskilling and continual learning in digital transformations (Sung, 2020).
However, Unilever's worldwide workforce experiences regional variations in technical infrastructure and digital literacy. Without consistent worldwide training programs, skill gaps could stymie strategic success.
· Operational Strategy and Global Supply Chains
Unilever must reevaluate its supply-chain architecture due to the interplay between geopolitical risk and sustainability expectations. Research suggests that geographic variety, redundancy, and real-time visibility are necessary for robust supply chains (Pettit et al., 2019). At the same time, companies are under pressure to rethink manufacturing, sourcing, and logistics due to sustainability rules that demand transparency and emissions reductions.
As a result, Unilever must strike a balance between sustainability, resilience, and efficiency—a complicated triangle that Ivanov and Dolgui (2021) recognised as a defining problem for contemporary supply-chain planning.
Strategic Recommendations

1. Strengthen Regionalisation and Supply-Chain Diversification 
Unilever should lessen its reliance on high-risk transportation corridors, expand regional production centres, and diversify its sourcing beyond geopolitically unstable areas. Research demonstrates that regionalisation improves resilience without significantly reducing efficiency (Gereffi, 2020).
2. Accelerate Integrated AI Adoption Across All Markets
To maximise AI benefits and minimise strategic fragmentation, Unilever should:
· modernise legacy systems to ensure data compatibility.
· create a unified AI governance framework.
· invest in global data-quality infrastructure.
· expand digital-skills training in emerging markets.
This aligns with recommendations in Brock and von Wangenheim (2019) regarding the need for coherent organisational digital transformation.
3. Implement End-to-End Sustainability Data Systems for CSRD Compliance
Unilever should implement cutting-edge sustainability data platforms that can record supplier data, emissions measures, and value-chain performance indicators in real-time. As demonstrated by La Torre et al. (2020), supply-chain cooperation will be necessary to gather accurate Scope 3 data.
Additionally, procurement, product design, and performance evaluation should incorporate sustainability metrics.
4. Invest in Scenario Planning and Digital-Twin Modelling
Scenario planning and digital-twin technology can help Unilever simulate geopolitical disruptions, optimise inventories and improve logistics planning. Research supports these methods as effective tools for building resilience (Ivanov, 2020).
5. Enhance Talent Strategy Focused on AI, Sustainability and Global Risk
Unilever should strengthen global training programmes, develop centres of excellence for AI and sustainability, and ensure that talent development is aligned across regions. Upskilling employees is essential for long-term competitiveness (Sung, 2020).








Conclusion

The interwoven dynamics of sustainability, geopolitics, and technology will characterise the global economic climate of 2024–2025. These developments have an impact on market positioning, innovation capacity, operational resilience, and talent requirements for a global company like Unilever.
Adoption of AI has tremendous potential for productivity, creativity, and insight generation, but it also poses issues with data, governance, and worker preparedness. Global supply chains are vulnerable due to geopolitical tensions, but they also serve as a catalyst for strategic redesign and resilience-building. Unilever's competitive differentiation is strengthened by sustainability criteria, especially CSRD, but they also impose complicated reporting and value-chain transparency requirements.
Supply-chain diversification, integrated technology adoption, strong sustainability systems, improved workforce development, and sophisticated risk-management tools are all necessary for Unilever to successfully manage the interaction of these pressures. In a time of fast worldwide change, comprehending and adapting to these global dynamics is crucial for both Unilever's competitive advantage and the larger discipline of international strategic management.
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